Research has shown how tasks can improve L2 oral skills in different ways (Ellis, 2005) . The effectiveness of task-based learning has drawn interest within Asian educational contexts which have been accustomed to more traditional methods of language instruction. Authorities in these contexts have recently started to express a desire for more communicative oral syllabuses. However, large class sizes, inadequate financial support, and teacher time constraints at many institutions have often made the implementation of task-based learning problematic. This paper attempts to address these issues by reporting action research on an interactive task designed by teachers on a limited budget for use in an intermediate-level university classroom in Japan. It describes how the task was used to facilitate interaction and use of a specific grammar form, English articles.
trial a task-based lesson aimed to promote communication and grammar use within a large class at a university in Japan.
The paper begins by defining tasks and then demonstrates how oral tasks can be used in the classroom, referring to Willis' (1996) TBL framework as a guideline. It then discusses advantages and disadvantages of TBL within the Asian context and describes in detail how an interactive task was designed and used in an intermediate-level university classroom in Japan to promote L2 interaction and grammar use, specifically targeting English articles. Finally, the paper reflects on the effectiveness of the task and methodology used as a means to promote L2 communication within a large class.
Tasks and Their Use as Teaching Tools
Bygate, Skehan, and Swain define a task as "an activity which requires learners to use language, with emphasis on meaning, to attain an objective" (2001, p. 11) . Tasks therefore allow learners to communicate freely in the L2 to achieve some sort of real-world goal. However, for language learning to take place, there needs to be some attention towards language form; learners need to be corrected on mistakes made during communication and to be introduced to new forms of grammar or vocabulary that they can incorporate into their language repertoire. There are various ways language form can be attended to when using tasks, although the TBL approach most widely regarded is that of Willis' (1996) framework.
Willis' (1996) Task-Based Language Teaching (TBLT) Framework
This framework promotes language teaching around a task with three main stages:
・ Pre-task: introduction to the topic and task, preparation ・ Task cycle: task performance, planning and report ・ Language focus: language analysis, practice
The pre-task stage involves the teacher providing instructions about the task and having the class brainstorm any useful vocabulary that the learners may already know which could help them during the task. According to Willis (1996) , the purpose of the pre-task stage is to activate students' own linguistic resources to prepare them for the task cycle. The task cycle consists of learners participating in the main task in groups, pairs, or individually, depending on whether the task is interactive. In the task cycle, the learners use their existing linguistic skills to complete the task while the teacher serves as a facilitator, only providing assistance when necessary. On completing the task cycle, each group collectively prepares a report on its findings and presents the report to the rest of the class, with the teacher only commenting as needed. Finally, in the language focus part of the lesson, students are directed towards analysing the language forms used during the task. According to Willis, students should already be "familiar with the meanings expressed" since they "now have the chance to study the forms which realise those meanings" (1996, p. 102) . The teacher is advised to use this part of the lesson to allow learners to notice new forms of language and then practice using them in various activities.
TBL in Asia
It has been well documented in recent times how East Asian governments have been pushing for more communicative approaches towards language learning (Sakui, 2004) . For example, for a decade, the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (2003) in Japan has expressed the need for improvements in university students' use of English. This is due to dissatisfaction with traditional methods of language learning focusing heavily on grammatical syllabuses and thus contributing to a lack of L2 oral proficiency for graduates. Consequently, at the university level in Japan, there has been a drive for teaching approaches that focus on improving learners' communicative competence and speaking skills. Oral tasks have been used as a means to help achieve this aim.
Numerous experimental studies within Asian contexts have shown how oral tasks can be used in different ways to influence learners' L2 speaking skills (e.g., Mochizuki & Ortega, 2008; Robinson, 2001) . Willis' (1996) TBLT framework also provides guidelines for teachers to use tasks in the classroom. However, for reasons already mentioned, successful implementation of TBL has been problematic in some classroom contexts in Asia. Given the desire for a more communicative approach towards language teaching, along with the issue posed by large classes, the authors were thus interested in carrying out a small-scale action research study, as described by Robson (2002) , in an attempt to improve current methods and procedures. Specifically, the researchers wanted to see whether TBL could function effectively in a largesized class at a university in Japan. The authors decided to design an oral interactive task that could be replicated by teachers who have limited resources, and then implement a task-based lesson that could facilitate both L2 interaction and grammar use. The targeted grammar form for this study was the use of English articles, specifically indefinite, definite, and zero articles, well known to be problematic for Asian learners (Butler, 2002) .
The Study Participants and Teaching Context
The participants were 36 students in a lower-intermediate level English class at an international university in Japan. The participants' TOEFL scores ranged approximately from 400 to 450. They were between 18 and 21 years old, and they were studying a wide range of academic subjects within their major studies. Some of the students had travelled abroad as part of studyabroad programs. The data for this study was collected during a regular class. The task was administered as a supplement to the regular curriculum, which focused on speaking, listening, and vocabulary. The class was divided into six groups of six people, and one group was chosen at random for data collection. In Japan, socio-cultural traditions mean some students are less willing to participate in discussions; to minimize this limitation, students were allowed to select their own groups. At the start of the lesson, the purpose of the research was read aloud to the participants and verbal consent was obtained from all participants.
Selecting and Designing an Interactive Task
There were a number of key considerations regarding the selection and design of the interactive tasks for this study. The first was to develop tasks so that they complemented the content and the existing materials used in the course. In this case, the course was a general English program with a focus on speaking, vocabulary, and listening. It was the researchers' intention therefore to select and design tasks that would facilitate oral communication and use of specific vocabulary taken from a module that focused on money, the aim being to promote students' use of the targeted vocabulary.
The researchers made use of Willis' (1998) The researchers decided that an ordering and sorting task that involved sequencing and categorising pictures relating to the topic of money would be most suitable. The researchers then developed a story-telling narrative that consisted of six pictures relating to the content of the course. The story involves a man who buys a lottery ticket and wins the lottery, then later loses his lottery ticket and wallet when he is out celebrating with his friends. The authors considered this task-type desirable because learners would be required to communicate in the L2 to sequence the pictures in the correct order. Furthermore, stories could involve the use of English articles, therefore enabling the task to elicit the targeted form. For example, the man's actions were illustrated in each picture, thus eliciting the use of the indefinite and definite articles, e.g., a man versus the man. The pictures, taken using a disposable camera, contextualized the background environment for learners, thus helping them to understand and complete the task.
To accommodate large class sizes, the task pictures were replicated with slight alterations so that each group would have a slightly different story to solve. These changes related to characters and objects, e.g., a woman wins the lottery instead of a man or a bag is lost instead of a wallet. Consequently, each group of students had a unique story that consisted of six pictures. An important point to note is that although the storylines were different, the tasks remained the same in terms of complexity, i.e., the linguistic demands of the stories were equal in terms of complex vocabulary and grammar use. The researchers followed Willis' (1996) TBLT framework in designing the activity.
Pre-Task Cycle
The pre-task stage involved the teacher giving the instructions of the task to the class. Within each group, each student was allocated one picture and was told to describe the picture, but not show it to the other members of the group. The teacher provided some vocabulary on the whiteboard for each group to use in the task. The teacher also encouraged the learners to try to use a and the when describing and sequencing the pictures. Although Willis (1996) does not advocate the pre-instruction of vocabulary and grammar use, the authors felt that in this context, providing useful vocabulary would help the learners successfully complete the task cycle. As they were investigating learners' use of English articles, a lack of guidance could have resulted in the task's failure to elicit the targeted form, as students could substitute article use for other linguistic forms such as pronouns.
Finally, to prevent the groups from using their L1 to complete the task, the teacher informed the class that each group had a different story, and that each group would have to present their unique story to the rest of the class in English after they had completed the task. It was therefore important for all of the students to speak only English during the task.
Task Cycle
The first part of the task cycle involved the learners describing their pictures and then sequencing them in the correct order. The purpose of this initial stage of the cycle was to allow learners to engage in free L2 communication to agree on the sequence of the photos. During this stage of the lesson, the teacher served as facilitator, monitoring each group's performance and providing assistance when necessary. An example of the language used from the recorded group was transcribed and analysed. This part of the task appeared to be successful, as the learners used a variety of communication strategies to complete the task. For example, the students used negotiation skills to clarify and understand the characters in the pictures. Figure  1 illustrates this. Student A begins by telling the group that there is a man and woman drinking in his picture. Student B then checks the number of females in the picture. Student C then asks if the man is a foreigner, and Student A affirms that he is. This dialogue shows how the students successfully negotiated with each other in the L2 to confirm the characters of the story. Another communication strategy, presented in Figure 2 , shows the students confirming and agreeing on the correct order of the photos. Students E, B, and A clarify the order of the photos, which is then confirmed by Student D, who successfully sequences the photos. All of the students in the group agree with the order by saying "OK, OK." It is important to note however, that students' use of phrases such as "OK, OK" may not have the same intention that the teacher assumes (Samuda & Bygate, 2008) . For example, students might produce this language as a strategy to avoid speaking or to prematurely end the task, rather than to suggest they understand the order of the photos. In this particular case, the authors believed that the students produced this language to show agreement about the order of the photos. However, in future studies, clarification with the learners after they complete the task is suggested. In the second part of the task cycle, one student from each group narrated the story to the rest of the class. First, the groups were allowed a few minutes of planning time to practice telling their story in the L2. This gave the students the opportunity to use the vocabulary provided in the pre-task and to practice using the indefinite and definite articles correctly. Then one student from each group was nominated to perform their narration. Figure 3 provides an example of this. In Line 1 of Figure 3 , Student E uses the indefinite article when mentioning the man for the first time, and then successfully uses the definite article thereafter. Line 2 also shows Student E successfully using some of the vocabulary words (wallet and steal) that were taught during the pre-task stage.
Language Focus
During this stage of the lesson, learners' attention was drawn to the correct use of English articles. After writing a summary of their story, the students worked in pairs, examining their texts and editing any errors that they noticed. The teacher also provided feedback about the correct use of articles. The students then orally practiced their narration in pairs before rewriting an improved version of their text. This process led to improved use of the targeted form.
Discussion After analysing the language produced by the recorded group, the authors were satisfied with the ordering and sorting task as a means to facilitate L2 interaction and use of the targeted form. The recorded group produced examples of L2 communication strategies as they sequenced the order of the pictures; they also produced English articles, especially during the narration of the story. The learners appeared to enjoy communicating in the L2 to sequence the photos in the correct order. The authors felt this was partly due to the content of the pictures, which were set in a local Japanese environment; as a result, the learners could contextualize the content, and this perhaps motivated them to interact in the L2. As the tasks in this study were constructed with a limited budget and time-frame, the authors are confident this task type can be of practical use for teachers in other contexts with limited resources. Ordering and sorting tasks could be designed to fit any particular context by taking photographs of the local environment and creating a picture sequencing story which students can relate to and which will hopefully assist their comprehension and motivation in the task.
In terms of how effective the task-based methodology was in eliciting L2 communication and grammar use within a large class, the authors were again pleased with the study's results as L2 use was observed by the teacher across all groups during the task-cycle. The contributing factor for this appears to be the variation in task design and the methodology used. The fact that each task was different in terms of storyline appeared to promote students' use of the L2. The students were aware that they had to report their group's unique story to the rest of the class in English after they had correctly sequenced the pictures, and this appeared to collectively motivate them to interact in the L2 during the task cycle. The class as a whole was also interested in listening to each group's narration, as each story was different. Consequently, the authors felt that implementing Willis' (1996) framework using ordering and sorting tasks with different storylines resulted in more productive L2 use within a large class, compared to using the same task and storyline.
Furthermore, this study shows how Willis' (1996) framework can be adapted by encouraging the use of specific grammar points at the pre-task stage to ensure that learners use the targeted form during L2 interaction. Ellis (2009) provides an informative account of how TBL can be tailored so that grammar or vocabulary can be attended to at various parts of the lesson, depending on the context. For example, attention to language form can occur at the post-task stage, in the task-cycle, or during the pre-task stage depending on the teacher's preference. In this particular case, the authors were interested in Japanese learners' use of English articles during the task-cycle, hence their instruction towards the form during pre-task planning, which successfully elicited the use of the form during the task.
The implications of this study are limited, however, as only one group's L2 use was recorded and analysed. In addition, the teacher's inability to monitor all of the groups all of the time during the lesson illustrates the management problems that L2 oral interaction will continue to pose with large classes. One solution to this could be to assign roles to particular students to serve as group leaders so they can encourage L2 use within their groups. Nevertheless, the authors hope this study provides some guidelines for minimizing TBL issues relating to task design, L1 use, and large classes. To assist in this process, the guidelines of this study have been summarized in Appendix A to serve as a reference point for teachers who may be interested in designing a task-based lesson to fit their own teaching contexts. There are, of course, other issues related to TBL which this paper does not address which warrant further research, such as how to sequence tasks to develop students' oral language over time.
Conclusion
The aim of this paper was to investigate whether an oral interactive task could be designed using limited resources and implemented with a large class to promote L2 interaction and grammar use. The results of the study show that ordering and sorting tasks were successfully designed to elicit L2 interaction and use of English articles, and this was achieved with limited financial resources and time. The paper also shows that adapting the storylines of ordering and sorting tasks for different groups of learners and then implementing them through Willis' (1996) framework can help to facilitate L2 use across different groups and minimize some of the classroom management issues for teaching L2 speaking in large classes. It is hoped that findings from this study might encourage other teachers and academics to continue oral pedagogy in this area.
Author Note
Colin Thompson, English Department, Shimonoseki City University, Yamaguchi, Japan; Neil Millington, Faculty of Global Communication, University of Nagasaki, Nagasaki, Japan.
Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Colin Thompson, English Department, Shimonoseki City University, Yamaguchi, Japan, 751-8510 and Neil Millington, Faculty of Global Communication, University of Nagasaki, 1-1-1 Manabino, Nagayo-cho, Nagasaki Prefecture, Japan, 851-2195. E-mail: colinthompson711@gmail.com; millington@sun.ac.jp 
